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Finally, a book on culture for the 21st century. I’ve lived and worked around the world and this book is packed full of practical insight that inspires and challenges in equal measure. In many ways it should be read by everyone; at least everyone wanting to successively navigate today’s complexity and contribute to making a better and more inclusive world.


Toby Peyton-Jones OBE, former HR Director, Siemens UK & Northern Europe


A brilliant, comprehensive overview of what it really takes to work effectively in our increasingly multi-cultural world. Thought-provoking and practical, Bridge the Culture Gaps challenges conventional ideas and develops new approaches for all those engaged in cross-cultural business activities.


Patrick Schmidt, former President, SIETAR Europa


With his long experience of providing training around the world for a multinational company, Robert Gibson knows best how culture affects people’s success in doing business both locally and globally.


Marion Horstmann, former Corporate Vice President, Siemens


Pioneering business interculturalist Robert Gibson is better qualified than most to help readers bridge the culture gaps. His many years as in-house intercultural consultant with one of Europe’s most significant global players have given him a range of intercultural experience and insight unique in their breadth and richness.


Professor Peter Franklin, Konstanz University of Applied Sciences


Having worked in multinational corporations for 15 years managing complex interfaces and now in my third regional role, I highly appreciate the practical advice in this book. The exercises, tools and advice are ideal for use by members of diverse teams seeking to develop their global competence.


Qing Hua Xing, former Vice President, Head of HR Asia-Pacific, Osram.


From my experience of being involved in M&A projects in a global corporation I know that the cultural aspects are key but often neglected. The information and practical tools which Robert Gibson provides in this book will be an invaluable help to bridge the gaps in all post-merger integration projects where ‘worlds are clashing’ on all levels of business organizations.


Beate Bidjanbeg, former Director Center of Competence M&A Integration, Siemens


Working in a global team – often with colleagues who are working remotely from different locations – is usually exciting at the beginning before turning into nightmare when first deadlines approach and misunderstandings begin. I am delighted to see Robert Gibson approaching this delicate problem with wisdom but also practical advice that could help a multicultural team to find the right formula and perform at its best.


Marcello Russo, Director of Global MBA, Bologna Business School


Robert Gibson provides the perfect overview of intercultural issues both for those starting out in the field and also for more experienced practitioners. In addition to a clear presentation of basic intercultural concepts, the book explores topical subjects such as the benefits of diversity and inclusivity for organizations and the problem of unconscious bias. Gibson’s combination of academic and industrial experience makes him the ideal person to guide readers through these complex and often controversial areas.


Ian McMaster, Editor-in-Chief, Business Spotlight
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Introduction


Globalization is dramatically increasing the need for ways of working effectively in the diverse workplace. In response to this, the intercultural field has grown significantly over the last 30 years. Researchers are now challenging conventional ideas and developing new approaches, while neuroscience is providing fascinating insights into how the brain works. Bridge the Culture Gaps seeks to provide you with easy access to a selection of the most useful models and tools.




Aims


Bridge the Culture Gaps is a practical self-help guide which aims to help you optimize your performance when working in an intercultural environment. It aims not only to help you increase your awareness of differences but also to find ways of using them to positive effect.


It helps you to:




•    understand the impact of culture and diversity in business


•    mitigate bias to help create an inclusive workplace


•    work more effectively in diverse, global teams


•    leverage difference for business success.










Target group


Bridge the Culture Gaps is designed for a wide range of people who work in diverse teams and across cultures including:




•    business travellers


•    delegates on international assignments


•    managers


•    project managers


•    leaders and members of diverse teams


•    human resources professionals


•    students and teachers of Business Administration and Intercultural Management


•    intercultural trainers and consultants.










Special features


Bridge the Culture Gaps:




•    covers different types of culture, including national cultures


•    connects diversity and culture


•    is aimed at all team members, including leaders


•    is based on authentic business examples


•    is interactive, with numerous exercises


•    provides practical tools and tips


•    is written in clear English for an international audience.










Structure


Bridge the Culture Gaps contains:




•    Key questions at the beginning of each chapter. Take a few moments to think about them before you read on.


•    Exercises and activities to encourage thought and self-reflection. Many of them are also suitable for use in groups. If possible, do them together with team members or other colleagues. They include:







◯    Critical incidents – memorable situations in which cultural factors play a role. Sometimes it is difficult to isolate culture from the other factors which might determine what has happened, such as the personalities of the people involved or the particular situation that you found yourself in. The descriptions are short, so you may feel you don’t have enough information. The challenge is to analyse the incident on what you do know and give provisional advice. As the details and context are up to your imagination, multiple explanations are possible.


◯    Cases – longer descriptions of broader scenarios.







Where possible the names of countries and nationalities have been removed so that you are not influenced by stereotypes while reading the case. The original identities can be found in the answer key.




You are invited to use the OAR approach:




•    Observe and describe. What happened? A neutral description of what happened, avoiding judgements and evaluation.


•    Analyse. Why did it happen? Use your knowledge of culture to understand why something happened.


•    Recommend. What can be done? Think about what the options might be for dealing with the situation.










•    Tools: models or instruments which you can use in a range of situations to optimize collaboration.


•    Going further: useful sources if you want to go deeper into the topic.


•    Answer key: at the end of the book, you will find comments on and possible answers to the exercises, critical incidents and cases. They are designed as a guide rather than as definitive solutions.










Cultural limits


Although every effort has been made to include views and examples from as many different cultures as possible, the book is inevitably limited by the experience and perspective of the author. Hopefully, readers with different experiences and views of the world will feel stimulated to engage with the ideas presented here and adapt them for use in their own contexts.










1

Mind the Gaps

The Impact of Culture


The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.

Marcel Proust




Key questions

Why are cultural differences important?

What is culture?




Exercise 1.1

Before you start to read think about your attitude to culture. The exercise prepares you for the main topics covered in this book. If possible, discuss the statements briefly with a colleague or your team.

What do you think about the following statements?


	Globalization means that there is now a standard business culture everywhere.

	My company has been successful internationally for over 20 years. I travel a lot and don’t have any problems with people from other cultures.

	It is most efficient to work in a team with people who are like yourself.

	We pledge to get rid of unconscious bias in our organization.

	At last, I’ve found what I need. There’s a great book with cultural dimensions and data for the countries that I work with.

	I’m a native speaker of English so I’m lucky that I don’t have any problems communicating internationally.

	Face-to-face meetings are obviously better than virtual ones.

	My door is always open. If a team member has a problem, they just need to come and see me.

	The others accept my opinion because I am the expert in the team.

	All managers were sent the circular with the new policy. It has now been implemented globally.

	I’ve been there several times on holiday with my family. I’m sure we will have a great time when I start my three-year assignment.

	When in Rome do as the Romans do.



Suggested answers can be found in the answer key at the back of the book.




Importance of cultural differences

We live in a world of increasing volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity. The acronym ‘VUCA’, which originated in the US Army War College in the 1990s, is now widely used beyond the military context to describe the challenges of the twenty-first century. One of the key skills needed to thrive in the VUCA world is intercultural competence.

Globalization means that more people than ever before are coming into contact with cultures other than their own. Technology has created global hyperconnectivity. People are able to travel further, faster and more easily than in the past, the labour force is more mobile and diverse, and there are unprecedented numbers of people trying to escape from poverty, conflicts and natural disasters. Regardless of whether you talk about expats, migrants, refugees or global nomads, it is clear that many people are on the move.

The increase of offshoring, the internationalization of supply chains and global infrastructure projects, such as China’s ‘New Silk Road’ or ‘Belt and Road Initiative’, are leading to new levels of interdependency. Although globalization has led to a new degree of standardization, national and regional identities are asserting themselves, as is seen by the rise of nationalism in many parts of the world. There are four main areas where culture impacts international business:


1 Business travel

If you travel abroad for business, you inevitably experience cultural differences. For many business travellers this may not be more than a superficial experience. It is perfectly possible to stay in your comfort zone within an international ‘bubble’ even when you are thousands of miles away from home. You fly to an international airport, stay in a hotel belonging to an international chain, watch TV programmes on the same channels as at home and go to an office in a familiar corporate environment, to have meetings with colleagues who have studied at the same business school as you.

When you wake up in the morning you wonder where you are – the only thing that is different is the light switch on the wrong side of the bed. Even the breakfast buffet is similar, or even better, with noodles and dumplings as well as bacon and eggs, croissants and toast, muesli and porridge, and camel as well as cow’s milk. If you taste any local food, it is when you are invited for a meal at a local restaurant. Your culturally aware hosts have selected a place which is popular with international visitors; few, if any, locals are to be seen. You drink cola light and experience zero culture. All this can easily lead you to think that things are the same everywhere. Only when you dig deeper do you find out that this is not always the case.




2 International assignments

Individuals who go on a longer assignment to another country have more contact with local culture, and if your family goes with you then this will be even more intense. The working partner is happy in a familiar setting and stimulated by responsibilities unimaginable in their home country. For the ‘trailing spouse’ things aren’t so easy. They may have given up their career at home and can’t get a work permit abroad. Especially if you have children, the non-working partner may well have more contact with locals than you do and will have to deal with shopkeepers, teachers and doctors – all in a foreign language which they are struggling to learn. The dissatisfaction of your spouse or partner can put considerable strains on your relationship and, in extreme cases, lead to premature return. Most international assignments do not fail as dramatically as some of the literature might suggest, but too often the performance of the delegate on an international assignment is under par. It can be exciting to lead a nomadic life, but it can also make you rootless.




3 International teams

Even if you rarely, or never, go on business trips and aren’t among the relatively few people who are sent on a long-term delegation abroad, you are nevertheless increasingly likely to have to cope with cultural differences. As a member of a diverse team, you will need intercultural skills to collaborate effectively and be able to do this virtually, as many dispersed teams never, or rarely, meet face-to-face.




4 Going international

More and more people are affected by cross-border business. This ranges from setting up sales or offshore production facilities in different countries to being involved in joint-ventures or mergers and acquisitions. Under pressure to get things done quickly the culture factor is often neglected. The consequences are strained relationships, lost time and an escalation of costs.

There are many examples of failure to take cultural factors into account leading to loss of money and even lives. Barmeyer and Franklin (2016) describe how the Swedish furniture maker IKEA faced hefty criticism from Swedish customers when it produced a catalogue for the Arab world, with women airbrushed out of the pictures. Hammerich and Lewis (2013) show how the US retailer Walmart, which had been highly successful in the USA, tried to expand into Europe via Germany but had to withdraw after a few years. It lacked knowledge of work regulations and failed to take into account the behaviour of local customers. ‘Baggers’ at the cash tills to pack customers’ shopping, while expected in the USA, were looked on with suspicion by German shoppers. The ‘three-foot rule’, under which a shop worker had to ask the customer if they wanted any help if they approached them closer than three feet, was considered to be irritating rather than helpful. Employees objected to the morning warm-up workouts chanting the company song.

The sophisticated world of high tech is not exempt from cultural errors. In 1999 NASA’s $125 million Mars Climate Orbiter was lost in space because engineers failed to make a simple conversion from imperial/US customary units to metric units. Another infamous example is the crash of Asiana Airlines Flight 214 in 2013, one of a series of tragic accidents involving Korean planes. The Guardian (2014) reported that the pilot was being trained to fly the 777 and didn’t think he had the authority to abort the flight. ‘Among the other issues raised by the investigation are some that long have concerned aviation officials, including hesitancy by some pilots to abort a landing when things go awry or to challenge a captain’s actions.’ At that time many of the pilots had a military background, and Korean culture tends to favour steep hierarchies.






Culture and functions

Many books on intercultural business are for managers, and in the first wave of globalization they were the people at the forefront of coping with cultural differences. Of course, they still are, but it is time to shift the focus away from the jet-setting global executive and look more closely at the influence of cultural differences on people working in many other functions which are just as vital for business success.


Marketing

Marketing is perhaps the most obvious and celebrated area where cultural differences can have a major impact. Future demand for products and services is likely to increase most in China, India, Sub-Saharan Africa and Latin America as new middle classes emerge in these regions. To access these markets, businesses will need to understand the cultural differences which influence products, price, place and promotion.

Food for thought is provided by McDonald’s. While, of course, one of its strengths is that its products and processes are highly standardized, it has adapted to local demands. Spicy Wings are served in Beijing, McHuevo burgers in Montevideo, kosher Big Macs in Jerusalem and vegetarian McMaharajah burgers in Delhi. To be accepted in the Saudi Arabian market Starbucks even adapted its famous logo from the female siren figure to a crown.

An exclusive milliner in Munich found that customers from different cultures reacted very differently to the prices of her hand-made hats. While most locals wanted the highest quality for the lowest price, wealthy tourists from Russia looked at the most expensive hats on display first. They want to show their new-found wealth by wearing high-status fashion items.

At the beginning of the twenty-first century computer tomography scanners used by hospitals in Europe and the USA were considered to be too expensive and overengineered for use in regional hospitals in China. The European manufacturer realized that the equipment had to be adapted if it was to have a chance of being adopted in this market. ‘Culture-oriented usability’ means adapting the functionality to local needs.




Human resources (HR)

HR professionals are on the front line in the global ‘war for talent’. Demand for specialist staff and demographic changes mean that there is a worldwide shortage of skilled labour. It seems that the talents are winning the war.

‘They don’t even bother to send a photo or provide basic facts like their date of birth in their application,’ complained a German HR manager, who at the same time was faced with a lack of applicants from the USA for top talent positions. What they had failed to take into account was that in the USA you don’t reveal your age, racial background and gender in a job application.

Retention is just as important. Western companies operating in China are hiring young Chinese and training them up for the job, only to find that the new recruits leave after a short time to work for a local competitor. The costs include the recruiting process, onboarding and training, the time lost in finding a successor and the potential loss of valuable knowledge to the competitor. HR managers have to face the challenge of designing contracts which incentivize people to stay.

Compensation policies need to function globally while respecting local differences. This involves taking into account costs of living, tax systems, exchange rates, inflation and the expectations of employees. Even the amount of holiday employees are entitled to varies widely across the world.




Finance

Finance teams are faced with collecting data from colleagues and auditing at different sites around the world. This involves being able to get people to do things they don’t want to do. It may not be enough just to send a quick text or email. People from some cultures will act only if they know why they are providing the figures and feel that they can trust their colleague. To overcome resistance and get the information they need, auditors will require a range of influencing skills which produce results among different people in different contexts.




Procurement

Those involved in procurement in internationally active companies frequently have to deal with people from many different countries within the course of one day at work. Alongside knowledge of markets and laws, they will need to be able to communicate effectively in internationally understandable English and have culturally appropriate negotiating skills.




Production

As multicultural workforces become increasingly common, production managers have to deal with employees from very different backgrounds. The supervisor is challenged by the multicultural employees on the production line. They ask questions like: What are the workers talking about when they speak to each other in their own language? How do I cope with the holiday requests when they all want to return to their home country in the summer? How can I accommodate different national and religious holidays? Do I really have to stop the production line for a prayer break?




Engineering

Service and installation engineers in internationally active companies will often have to travel to many very different countries and work under high pressure in extreme conditions. On site they will be collaborating with local management and technical staff who may have had little exposure to other cultures.




Software architecture

Software architects frequently work in international teams. The focus on solving the problem in hand and their respect for the specialist knowledge foster effective collaboration. Many different nationalities may be bound together laughing at references to 1970s cult novel The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy but struggle to deal with clients from HR or Sales when developing software for personnel processes or customer relationship management. Requirements’ engineering doesn’t just demand technical expertise but also a high degree of empathy for your client.




Environment, health and safety (EHS)

Attitudes to both following rules and regulations and to quality vary widely. In one culture a rule may be seen as a guideline and how far you follow the guidelines will depend on the circumstances. In other cultures, rules are followed regardless of the situation. These fundamental differences can have serious consequences when people from two or more types of culture meet.

There are all too many accidents on building sites around the world where the health and safety standards are designed by people who lack knowledge of the local conditions. Safety boots are provided for the workers who then give them to family members. Rules are in a language that locals don’t understand. Chinese men reject green safety helmets as they don’t want to be seen ‘wearing a green hat’, as traditionally the husbands of prostitutes were forced to wear green hats. An Italian car manufacturer found that workers were not wearing the safety glasses provided and only overcame the resistance by providing glasses with a cool design.




Shipping

Shipping is one of the most globalized industries, with about 80 per cent of world trade conducted by sea. A ship can be owned in one country, have cargo from another and be run by a multicultural crew. The crew have to function efficiently in a highly stressful environment, working in all weathers, with tight deadlines, poor conditions and a heavy workload. They spend long periods of time away from their friends and families, share their living quarters with crew members from many different places, and may even lack a common language. Progoulaki and Theotokas (2016) describe managing diverse crews effectively as a ‘key competence for shipping companies’.




IT

Alongside their technical skills, IT managers and teams need considerable intercultural awareness. They have to be aware of different technical standards across the world and, if standardizing systems globally, will have to persuade people with different cultural backgrounds to adopt the technology. They deal with a range of internal clients and external suppliers.




Corporate communications

Corporate communications experts in international companies have to produce material that is appropriate for internal and external audiences. It is challenging to find a style that suits everybody while not diluting the corporate brand. Even when producing something as apparently simple as an in-house company newsletter, cultural preferences have to be taken into account. While some employees may expect detail, others prefer ‘the big picture’. In hierarchical cultures it may be more appropriate to have features about top management than in cultures with flatter hierarchies.




Team assistance

The job of the team assistant has changed radically over the past 20 years. As well as traditional office and interpersonal skills, modern team and management assistants now need to have a high level of IT, language and project management skills. In their unique position at the interface between customers and suppliers, management and staff face considerable pressures from all sides, juggling conflicting interests while being expected to take initiative, be highly efficient and diplomatic, and remain calm and polite at all times. Although they may be in the back office, they are at the front line of intercultural encounters.




Medical services

Company medical services provide support to business travellers and delegates on foreign assignments. This requires not only up-to-date knowledge of the medical situation in different countries but also an awareness of stress-related issues. If they are treating employees from other cultures, they need to know how to relate to them effectively. How people see and express pain and what they expect from doctors varies widely.






Culture

What exactly do we mean by the term ‘culture’ in a business context? In this book ‘culture’ is not primarily used in the sense of literature, music and art, but as a shared system of attitudes, beliefs, meanings, values and behaviour. It is what Hofstede et al. (2010) called ‘collective mental programming’ or the ‘software of the mind’ or simply ‘the way we do things around here’.

Various metaphors have been used for culture. One of the most popular images is the iceberg. While it can be helpful to illustrate that tangible expressions of culture, such as behaviour, clothes and food, are above and the underlying attitudes, beliefs and values are below the surface of the water, it is too static an image to reflect the dynamic and fluid nature of culture. Ideas such as monolithic blocks of culture clashing against one another or that we are all on the Titanic waiting to crash into the cultural iceberg are simply too dramatic.

Bolten (2018) prefers to talk about ‘fuzzy cultures’, and interculturalists replace the overexposed iceberg image with others: the hippopotamus half-submerged in the water, mosaics, brush strokes in an Impressionist painting, the Möbius strip or the Kota masks of Gabon.

The tree model contrasts visible and hidden culture, with the roots standing for the historical origins of culture. This metaphor can be extended to global mobility. Moving between cultures is like transplanting a tree. To be successful the roots have to be protected and support is needed in the new environment. Like people, not all trees are the same. Some people have deep roots and are hard to move, while others are like plants or shrubs which can be replanted in different places as long as the conditions are right.

The onion model (Figure 1.1) shows layers of culture which can be peeled away to reveal underlying basic assumptions. It has been adapted from the ‘three levels of culture’ by Schein (2017):


	
artifacts: objects, visible structures, processes and observed behaviour

	
beliefs and values: ideals, goals and ideologies

	
assumptions: unconscious beliefs and values which drive thought, feeling and behaviour.



[image: image]

Figure 1.1  The onion model of culture




Culture at work

Much of the research into culture has focused on national cultures, but other types of group identity can be just as, or more, important. To be successful across cultures it helps to step back and take on the role of an anthropologist observing as neutrally as possible how people work and what influences them. Figure 1.2 shows some different types of cultural influence in the workplace.

[image: image]

Figure 1.2  Cultures at work

Each of the elements shown in the diagram influences our behaviour:


•    Sector. The cultures of different industries and sectors shape how people working in them think and act. Building a power station is different from auditing a company, developing a new medicine or managing an international hotel chain. Installing and maintaining wind turbines is different from trading cryptocurrencies. The products and processes as well as the environment in which people work influence how they think and behave.

•    Corporate. Every company has its own corporate culture, even if not everyone is always conscious of it. You can find out more about it by applying the onion model. Start by looking at the artifacts, such as the corporate website or annual report. What things are mentioned in the vision and mission statements? What sort of people feature in the photographs? Do they stress sustainability or profit? What does the company claim to be its values? How are you greeted when you visit its offices? Who attends and speaks most in meetings? Which assumptions underlie these values?

•    Profession. There are clear professional cultures. As professions require considerable education and training, it is not surprising that this intensive experience can influence the people who later work in that profession. This is reflected in the numerous popular stereotypes for different professions such as the ‘geek’ or ‘nerd’ for IT specialists or ‘bean counter’ for accountants.

•    Site. It is striking to see different cultures develop at different locations or sites across the world or also within the same country, region or town. The HQ often has a different culture from that of regional offices.

•    Team. Teams develop their own cultures. Some aspects to think about are: How do they communicate and collaborate? Who makes decisions? What rituals do they have? How do they celebrate team or personal success?

•    Department. Departments and business units within a company have their own cultures, influenced by the environment in which they work and the styles of the people who work there. Many issues arise from ‘silo thinking’ within a company. Clashes between the silos can have even more impact than national cultural clash.

•    Position. Managers will be subject to different influences from those working on the production line, and there may be a lack of contact between people from these different position levels. Blue-collar workers complain that the management is out of touch. The middle management beautify project reports when presenting results to the top. Top management complain that middle managers are blocking change. Even where there is open-plan office space, hierarchical zones form.

•    Function. Functions and roles are also important. Often, people with similar functions identify with others with the same function, and so form a subculture. They may drink tea or coffee or go for lunch together and share experiences, even if they are from different national cultures.

•    Length of service. How long has someone been in your company? The culture of the ‘old hands’ can be very different from that of the ‘newbies’.






Multiple cultural identities

A trend in the intercultural field is to recognize how important it is to accept that it is important not just to talk about national cultures. ‘We are all Michelin men,’ says Rathje (2009). We all have multiple cultural identities, like the rings on the iconic symbol of the famous tyre maker. Rathje calls this ‘multicollectivity’. How important each of these different identities is depends on the situation we find ourselves in; the identities are not static but change over time. Here is an example of the multiple cultural identities of one person:


•    female

•    daughter, sister, wife

•    friend

•    colleague

•    Generation X (born 1965–1976)

•    university graduate

•    engineer

•    employee of an international company with HQ in the UK

•    Chinese nationality

•    resident of Beijing

•    enthusiastic cook

•    fan of British football team Manchester United.



When at home with her family in China her identity as a daughter or sister is most important. She feels a strong sense of being Chinese when she celebrates Chinese New Year with her family and friends in Beijing. When on a business trip to company HQ in the UK her identity as an engineer is at the forefront. Her support for the Manchester United football team bonds her with her British colleagues in the pub after work. She identifies as a cook when she shares recipes in a WeChat community. She reserves her most private and intimate world for her husband.


Exercise 1.2

Make a list of your cultural identities. Compare your list with those of your colleagues. You may be surprised to discover you share some common identities that you were not previously aware of.






Going further

Hammerich, K. and Lewis, R. D. (2013) Fish Can’t See Water: How National Culture can Make or Break Your Corporate Strategy, Chichester: John Wiley.

A look at the influence of national cultures on global companies with real-life business cases and a framework for analysing corporate culture.

Van Boeijen, A. and Zijlstra, Y. (2020) Culture Sensitive Design: A Guide to Culture in Practice, Amsterdam: BIS Publishers.

A beautiful and informative book about the influence of culture on design.
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